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Numerous reviews of the experimental research 
conclude that phonics is indispensable in word recognition 
instruction. However, there have been numerous objections to phonics 
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phonics hinders children *s learning to read. It is also feared by 
opponents that those promoting phonics instruction are part of a 
radical, right-wing plot to subvert public education for political 
reasons. Mj^chs have arisen around phonics: that English spelling is 
too unpredictable for word recognition teaching to be effective, and 
that it is better to learn to recognize words by sight and from their 
context. To be effective, phonics instruction should be direct, 
systematic, and intensive. Programs should begin early and should 
generally be carried out with small groups of pupils. Instruction 
should be explicit, and should aim to teach children to produce the 
approximate pronunciations of words. To be most productive, a phonics 
program requires a credible system for syllabicating words and a 
recognition of the difficulty of reading multisyllabic words. 
Linguistically diverse children need a phonics program that keeps 
their linguistic backgrounds in miijd. (Seventeen references are 
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San Diego State University 
Modem Phonics Instruction 

Introduction 

Phonics instruction has been reconnended for use in schools for many yearsi. 
Proposals for teaching phonics to help non-dreaders learn to recognize 
written words were made over 450 years ago. Phonics is information about 
how the speech sounds in oral language (e.g., /b/-/a/-/t/) are represented 
by letters of the alphabet (e.g., bat ) , Rionics teaching aims to develop 
beginning readers' p-xjuisition of rules or generalizatic^ about the 
correspondences of letters and speech sounds, e.g., that b stands for the 
speech sound /b/. 

Phonics teaching instructs children how to "decode" written words, that 
is, how to translate the letters seen in vrords into speech sounds. The 
child learning phonics then blends tliese spe^^ch sounds together to try to produce 
a spoken word. By applying ^ionics rules in tiis way readers are able to 
sue. ^ssfully recognize written words. 
The controversy over phonics 

Over the years there have been various objections made against phonics 
teaching. TO the present time some reading experts argue that the teaching 
of phonics is a hinderance to children's learning to read. One of the easy 
ways to make it difficult for children to recognize words^ insists a recent 
book sponsored by the )>iational Council of Teachers of English^ is to "ensure 
that phonics skills are learned and used" (Goodman, et al., 1988, p. 128). 

Suoh opposition to phonics teaching appears to be based on ideological 
considerations, however, rather than on scientific grounds. Numerous review^ 
of the experimental research conclude that phonics teachir is an iiidis- 
pensible aspect of effective word recognition instruction (Qicll, 1983; 
Anderson, et al., 1985; Groff, 1987). Ttie highly reputable Handbook of 
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Reading Research puts it this way: "Regarding the teaching of reading, the 
message is clear: .If you want to improve word-identification ability, teach 
phonics" {Johnson & Baumann, 1984, p. 595). 

Opponents to the teacning of phonics appear to base their 
antagonisms to this instructicn on highly dubious suppositions (Groff , 
1987). Ihey reject any kind of direct, systematic, and formal teaching. 
Children best learn to recognize vords, they say, precisely the way they 
learned to speak. Ihese reading experts also wish to be viewed as highly 
progressive in their thinking. Since phonics has been taught for centuries, 
tJiey disdain it for that reascxi. Tlie antagonists of tonics usually are 
highly resistant, as well, to criticism from outside the reading establish- 
ment. Endorsements of phonics teaching have often cotte from nonprofessional 
groups. Such advocacy of phonics is viewed with suspicion. 

It is also found that . seme of the intolerance of 0x)nics teaching 
stems from reading experts' lack of basic knowledge about this subject. 
Ihey appear to have learned little about phonics in their graduate school 
years. This lack of information about phonics, coupled with the fact that 
research about phonics has had notoriously little effect cm how reading is 
taught, doubtless add to the intensity of the opposition to this instruction. 
Itie present practice of not holding teachers accountable for the quality of 
of their reading instruction likely ctntributes to the perpetuation of this 
unfortunate resistance to phDnics. 

Seme of the hostility toward phonics from teachers' organizations, as 

even 

well as from professors of reading, is^the result of the mistaken belief 
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that nany advocates of intensive phonics teaching are participants in 
a ladical, politically right-wing plot to discredit and subvert the public 
schools in order to satisfy sinister ideological caivicticjns , Not liking 
oonsexvauve groups' orientation to ^tt^rs in general, opponents of phonics 
are suspicious their support of phonics is bas«3 on mtr^t^y stives. 
Myths about phonics teaching 

Itie circulatiai of these erroneous notions about phonics instruction 
has helped perpetuate several '•myths" about word recognition teaching. 
For exaniple, it is falsely maintained that phmics instructiai hinders the 
development of both coraprehensiai and speed of reading, Eiiglish spelling is 
too unpredictable for phonics infon^aticxi to have "utility," it is chai-ged. 
Ihat is, phonics infoimaticsi cannot be successfully utilized for word 

recognition except in a relatively small number of instances, its opponents charge. 

Instead, it is argued that beginning readers should learn to recognize 
wards by "sight" as "v^oles." After such instruction "it won't be loig 
before they are able to handle unfamiliar [written] words and phrases in 
familiar uses anywhere," teachers are advised (Goodman, 1986, p. 43). 

Rather than to learn to apply j^Kaiics informaticxTi, it is emphasized, 
novice readers should use the sentence context in which a written word 
appears as the means or cue to its recogniticn. Word recogniticsi acquisition 
is not viewed as a perceptual prc±)lem by the qpponents of i:*ionics. Some reading 
®^rts proclaim that "seeing is not primarily a visual proc3ess. Neither is 
reading'* (Newman, 1985, p. 101). Iheref ore^ nei* ier the syllabic length of 
of words nor their number of letters supposedly is of any serious concern 
in beginning reading instruction. 

None of these assumptions about word recognition instruction car. be 

O verified from the results of standardized reading testings. It is not 
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surprising y then^ that the adversaries of phonics teaching often call for 
an end to the administration of such measur^i^ts* Ihose who disparage 
phonics teaching wuld substitute "quasi -experimental" or "naturalistic" 
assessi^t findings for standardized test scores (Weaver^ 1989^ p. 19). 
It does appear that if (^tractors of pAiariics are permitted to exchange their 
subjective observations and judgments of how well phonics knowledge functions 
in woTti recogniticx^ for standardized test scores^ they customarily 
report that this knowledge perfonns badly. This unscientific approach to 



a resolution of the usefulness of phonics appears to b^prejudiced and 

therefore unreasonable manner in v^iich to settle this issue, iKiwever. 
Modem g^nics instructican 

Instructions as to how to teach phonics have improved gr^tly in the 
recent past, especially since linguists have taken an interest in how 
children learn to recognize wrds. Writers of modem ^ionics programs have 
eliminated most of the linguistically erroneous descriptions of speech 
sounds and how they are spelled that were conmonly found in phonics materials 
thirty years ago. More credible explanations have anerged as to how the 
application of phonics knowledge help« children recognize words* For example, 
it is now accepted that the most the application of phonics can do is help 
children produce the approximate pronunciation of wrds. It has been demon- 
strated, howver, that young children can readily infer and produce the 
accurate or correct pronunciatiais of such approximate scxindings (Groff , 
1983). Moreover, we have experimental verif icaticHi as to the relative 
difficulties and effectiveness of various tasks involved in the development 
of children *s oxiscious awareness of speech sounds (Yopp, 1988). Detailed 
plans for the order in which phonics information is best taught, based an 
the latest pertinent anpirical evidence^are now available (Groff & Seymour, 1987). 
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It thus has beccnve increasingly cltiar that for anyone willing to 
consult dispassionately the pertinent research on written word recognition 
development the ranaining question about phonics teacliing is not 

vrfiether it should be provided for beginning readers. Instead, as the U.S. 
Department of Education sponsored publicaticxi, Becoming a Nation of Readers 
(Anderson, et al., 1985) puts it, the major legitiniate inquiry about phonics 
still to be settled is what is the most efficient way to teach it. 

Hie relevent onpirical evidence suggests that the best method for 
imparting knowledge about phonics to fledgling readers must take the 
following factors into account: 

1, Phonics instructicai should be direct. In this respect the research 
indicates that the effective teaching of word recognition is characterized 
by a prearranged sequence of learning activities, clear danonstrations by 
the teacher as to precisely v*iat is to be learned, close supervision of 
pupils' behavior to ensure that they stay on task, and much teacher -guided 
practice by pupils that reinforces and maintains the skills that they have 
acquired. Research does not support: the supposition of opponents of pJionics 
that children best learn to read in essentially the way they learned 
to listen and speak. 

2. Phonics instruction should be systematic . Information taught about 
phonics thus should be arranged into ascending stages of difficulty. Tteachers 
should make sure, through frequent testing, that learners have mastered 
sufficiently an item of phonics information in this hierarchy before the 
next most difficult iton xs taught. This careful arrangrment of phonics 
leami t<.^sks prevents young children learning to read from facing over- 
whelmingly or frustratingly difficult word recognition challenges. Research 
appears to support the conclusion that preparing children to decode written 
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words, by previously teaching them the phonics iuformatioi that is used in 
this decoding, helps prevent childrai's unsucx^ssful atteipts at vrord 
recogniticxi (Anderson, et al,, 1985). 

3. Phonics instructicy: should be intensive . Teachers should provi(te a 
substantive amount of practice for pupils for each speech sour^-letter 
correspondence that is taught. Practice with each of these correspondences 
needs to be continued to the point the pupil overleams them. In this way 
phonics generalizatims become a part of the learner's long-term nernory. 

Periods of class time devoted to phonics teacliing should be scheduled 
and maintained on a regular, day-by-day basis. Teaching p^ionics information 
fortuitously, casually, or as a subordinate circumstance of seme other 
aspect of classroom instruction can be employed where practicable. This 
ncMiintensive form of phonics instruction should not be the basic manner in 
which it is conducted, however. 

4. Phonics instruction should be conmenced as early as possible . 

By kindergarten age many children are eager and able to acquire iconics 
information, and to learn how to apply it to the decoding of written words. 
These children have the aiaditory and visual perceptual abilities needed to 
receive this knowledge. The best way to determine this readiness for the 
learning of phonics information is to give children the opportunities to 
gain it. Hiis instructicxi would be delayed for short periods for children 
who do not respond to it effectively. 

5. Phonics instruction generally should be catrried out with anall groups 
of pupils. Trying to teach phonics inforination to individual pupils, one 
pupil at a time, appears to be too time-consuming to be a workable practice. 
On the other hand, the range of abilities to learn phonics usually found in 
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an entire class of children often is too great to make instruction to thon^ 
as a v^oley effective, ionics instruction to sub-groups of the class would 
seem to be the best ccn?>ranise . Ihis form of class organization likely is 
superior to whole-class teaching because it allows for nore explicitly 
stated dojectives, more systan^tic diagnosis aiv3 supervision of individuals' 
skill developcnent, and better manageinent of the skills being taught. Ihe 
studies of these issues "seen to suggest that skills-managonent systems are 
effective in terms of students' achievement and self -concept" (Otto, Wolf|& 
Eldridge, 1984). 

6. agonies instruction should be explicit, not implicit . In explicit 
instructicffi 

phonics^the Informatics tau^t children is referred to directly and in 
isolation. For example, children are told that begins with the speech 
sound /h/, followed by the speech sounds /a/ and /t/. Pupils are taught to 
apply tliese rules to hat by blending these three speech sounds together to 
produce the approximate pronunciation of the word. In implicit phonics 
instruction the speech sound-letter correspondences of hat are taught aily 
within the whole word, and rrat as isolated ittans. To learn the h = /h/ rule 
the teacher using implicit phonics instruction vrould have pupils listen to 
hit , hat , hot, etc. and then infer that they all begin with /hf , 

Explicit 0ionics teaching is preferable because it does not presuppose 
what it purports to teach. In the above example of implicit phonics^ children 
would have to understand ahead of time that words are made ujr^ of certain 
discrete speech sounds. Explicit p*ionics teaching makes no such presupposition. 
It teaches such information before it is applied by the pupil. There appears 
to be no evidence that hearing or producing imprecise spe^sch sounds, as is 
done in explicit phonics teaching, is an obstacle to children's learning to 
<j decode written words (Anderson, et al., 1935). As was noted, young children 
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also can readily infer and produce the correct pronunciations of vjords 
after hearing approximate pronunciations of thorn. Finally^ "the trend of 
the [achievement test] data favors explicit phonics" (p. 42). 

7, Phonics instruction should aim to teach children to produ ce the 
approximte pronunciaticns of written words . Some opponents of phonics 
teaching have argued that because the application of phonics knowledge does 
not result in the correct prc«iunciation of wrds it should rK>t be taught. 
Other critics of pJionics instruction have maintained that oily a sniall 
number of 0K)nics rules have "utility/' that is^ will produce the corre^^t 
pronunciations of written words when applied to th^. 

These are insubstantial cxmplaints against phcxiics instruction. As 
linguists have reminded teachers^ it is impossible to isolate speech sounds 
and give them their authentic soundings. When isolated speech sounds are 
blended together by the child learning to read (e.g.^ /h/-/a/-/t/ , or 
/hf-'/at/ f or /ba/-/t/) the resultant pronunciation will never be a tixie 
repUcatiCTi of the way bat is spoken. However, pupils learning to read can 
easily infer the oorr^t pronunciatiai of bat after hearing the above 
approximate pronunciatirais of it. 

Ihen, those \A\o advise the teaching of only a few ptoiics rules also 
offer poor advice. Ihay are in error in claiming that a few of these rules 
v4ien applied will result in the actual pronunciations of words. Ihe appli- 
cation of phonics rules can never have this consequence. But, as was noted, 

this shortcoming seens to have little if any effect cn children learning to 
decode written v;ords.The argument for teaching just a few f^ionics rules thus 

can be shown to be based on a faulty conception of the role of phonics 

in word recognition. 

The proper thing to say about phonics rules is the more rules that are 

learned and applied, the better* The more {±ionics rules children can apply 

the closer they can come to tiie true pronunciation of a written wrd ^^^len 

they try to decxxJe it. 
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8. Phonics instructicyi^ to be the most productive, requires a credible 
system for syllabicating words . Knowledge of how long words can be broken 
into their separate syllables is in^rtant for the beginning reader to acquire 
for two major reasons. Cue, the child can use this infonnaticsi to reduce the 
exercise of decoding written words to a more manageable task, For exait^le, 
the challenge of decoding the word, interesting , is reduced significantly if 
the word can be reduced to int-er- est -ing . IVjd, the ability to syllabicate words 
can' be- easy for children to learn. Pbr one thing, young diildren ordinarily 
can detect the number of syllables in a spoken word before they can learn to 
convey the number of speech sounds in it. Learning to determine the number 
of syllables in a word obviously is easier for a child to learn to do than 
is learning to name its speech sounds, Ihe highly simplified form of 
syllabication, to be described to follow, is easy to teach. 

Despite the inherent value to beginning readers of being able to 
syllabicate long words, over the years teachers have been given inaccurate 
if not dangerous advice as to how to ccaiduct syllabication iristruction. Most 
of this unacceptable and misleading advice stems from the erroneous T>otion 
of teacher educators that learning the syllabication systei dictionaries 
use to syllabicate words will assist children in recognizing then. Little 
said in the defense of dicticxiary syllabication practices for this purpose 
has any merit. Linguists have ixited, in fact, that most of the rules for 
syllabication taught in schools have no relaticai to the rules for the pro- 
nunciation of words (Groff & Seymour, 1987). ihis is because dicticxiary 
prc«iunciation rules originated not from authentic descriptions of syllables, 
but frati end-of-the-line conv€5ntions established at the time of the invention 
of the printing presss. 



ERIC 



10 



This unfortunate state of affairs has led some reading experts to call 
for a moratorium on the teaching of all for forms of breaking down multi- 
syllabic words. But rather than teaching dictionary syllabication, or . 
to the ccffitrary, insisting that no syllabication procedures be taught to the 

beginning reader, teachers should take a third position. They should teach 

multisyllabic 

children to syllabicate^written words by showing them how to identify 
closai syllables (phonograms), ones that begin vath a vowel letter and end 
with a consonant letter ( est , un) . Children so instructed would try to 
give speech sounds to the letters in these phonograms, and then blend each 
syllable so decoded into a multisyllabic '^vrord" that it is hoped will 
have the approximate prcaiunciation of a true word. It is found that 
if young children can gain the approximate pronunciation of a multisyllabic vord 
they can then infer and produce the correct pronunciation of the word. 

In superior phonics programs by the time children are taught this phono- 
gram approach to the syllabicaticn of written words they already vxDuld have 

learned that the "short" vowel sounds (/a/-/e/-/i/-/o/-/u/) and the "long" 

often 

vowel sounds (/a/-/e/-/i/-/o/-/u/)^can be applied successfully to vowel 
letters when closed syllables are decoded. Children previously should have 
learned to recognize the phonograms^ in and ish, for example, in words like 
pin and fish . Now they are ready to be taught to apply this knowledge to 
recognize words like finish . 

Ihe attractiveness of this phonogram approach to syllabication is chat 
little else is needed to be taught children in order for them to decode 
miiltisyllabic words. /»fter such instruction children will soon recognize the 
presence of affixes (re, less) in these words. To this knowledge they will 
then add an awareness of how the morphones of words act as effective cues to 
word recognition. Fbr example., once the child recognizes the morpheme, apply 
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he or she is greatly aided in the recognition of applies , appll ^xS, applying , 

aj^licant, application , applicable , applicator , applique , appliance , 

appl icative , arui apijjcatory . 

k 

9. Phonics instruction must recognize that multisyllabic vords are 
significantly more difficult to read . The previous discussion on syllabication 
implies that multisyllabic words are siabstantially more difficult for young 
readers to recognize than are monosyllabic cnes. Since the 1920s research 
has shown that the number of syllables in a worxi dCTionstrably influences the 
ease with which beginning readers can recognize it. It is suggested that 
two times more phonics rules are needed to decode vowel letters in two-- 
syllable words than in one-syllabLa ones (Groff & Seymour, 1987). 

Ihese facts about the relative arduousness of recognizing multisyllabic 
words unfortunately is generally ignored by the writers of phonics programs 
currently in use. The lack of distinction given to these two kinds of words 
is the result of caivictions by reading experts that to so do would 
restrict the range of words offered beginning readers so badly that the 
rhetoric of the materials given children to read would appear unnatural and 
therefore unattractive. There seons little doubt that limiting the sentences 
given novice readers to only words of one syllable would evenuate in 
artificial appearing prose. 

Calling teachers' attention to the dissimilarities of multi- and 
monosyllabic wrds should rx>t imply, ther.,that only sentences with one- 
syllable words must be provided beginning readers. Becoming alert to the. 
contrasts in these two sets of words, inster i, prompts teachers not to 
expect children to recognize the multisyllabic wDrds in sentences at the 
outset of reading instruction. At this point, the teacher should be content, 
rather, to have children decode caily monosyllabic wards in sentences for a 
specified stretch of time. During this period teachers would bo on hand to 
provide for children the identities of multisyllabic wDrds given them to read. 
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10. Phonics instruction can be successfully carried out with children 

with diverse backgrounds and abilites > ihis teaching must be designed to 

take into cxxisideration children's varying intellectual capacities and life 

experiences y the dialects of English or foreign language that they speaks 

and their psycholgical or physical handicaps ^ if any. Despite the fact that 

children differ greatly in these respects^ the fursjiamental goal of phonics 

teaching for all children is to bring them to a conscious awareness of the 

■^Tanner in which the spee^^h sounds of aiglish are represented in writing by 

tlie letters of the alphabet. In this regard^ the body of phonics, arranged 

and 

into a hierarchy of items of ascending difficulty, ^taught these various 

childreri^ should rorain essentially the same for all. 

For slower-learning children the pace at which the items in this body 

of phonic infornution is imparted normally will be reduced. More repetitions 

or examples of eacn speech sound-letter correspondence usually are called 

for. More graphic illustrations of these correspondences often are needed. 

For example f the use of counters of different sizes , shapes , and colors 

to represent speech sounds has been found to be an effective way to develop 

slow-leamers ' conscious awareness of speech sounds. With these children 

teachers should make sure they can distinguish words that rhyme from those 

spoken 

that do not, can say v^ether two^v»3rds are the same or different, can listen 

to isolated sounds (e.g., /b/--/a/-/t/) and name the word they produce when 

spoken 

blended, can tell whether tw/wrds begin alike, can name the first sound 
of mcxiosyllabic words, can calculate the number of speech sounds in mono- 
syllabic words, can determine if there is a given speech sound in these 
short words, andean pronounce the word that would be left if a certain 
speech sound were ranoved frcm a word {e.g., /t/ removed from stand ) before 
these pupils begin learning about speech sounds-letter correspondences. 

;4 
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Linguistically diverse children, those who speak other than the standard 
English dialect of the geographical region in which they reside, also need 
a phonics program that keeps their linguistic backgrounds in mind. Today's 
teachers may encounter the nonstandard, socioecononic, or ethnic dialect 
known as "black English." This dialect differs from standard English in its 
vocabulary, in its granmatical system, and in its speech sounds, including 
their suprasegmentals (stresses, pitches, junctures, and lengths). 

Iteachers of speakers of black English have the responsibility to under- 
stand the relationships between the standard English they speak and black 
English. Ihey should make sure, in this regard, that their interactions 
with these children do not stress what teachers view as appropriate linguistic 
behavior to the detriment of the development of processes with these 
children for recogniziiig words. Especially, teachers are obligated to 
consider not cnly how black English speakers stand in relation to standard 
English speakers, but how they got there, i.e., the home-school linguistic 
mismatch (Groff & Seymour, 1987). Ihey should not assume, moreover, that 
black English speakers can learn to apply phonics information to decode 
convent iciially spelled words only after they learn how to utter standard 
English. teaching the r = /r/ correspondence, for example, the 

teacher of black English speakers would be satisfied vhen these pupils 
decode for as /fo/. Here teachers demonstrate they understand that these 
pupils have translated the pronunciatioi of .for into their black English 
dialect. 

This decisicxi does not deny the importance of teaching black English 
speaking children to speak standard English. To the contrary, the penalties 
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for speaking a nonstanciard dialect in our society are grave and weighty: 
miseducation, negative self-ccsicepts, antipathetic and disapproving attitudes 
on the part of significant others, and inappropriate psychological assess- 
ments and educational placonents. It is clear that full access to the high 
social £.;tatus and financial rewards gained in the upper levels of social, 
political, and eccxionic life are not available to the speakers of 
nonstandard English. The attainment of standard Eiiglish by the black English 
speaking child should be the goal of t \e school for the ctovious reasais . 
Progress in teaching this child phonics informaticxi does not have to await 

this acconplishment, however. 

of 

Beyond the prc±>lem^ black Eiiglish speakers^ teachers in many schools 
will find . . increasingly large numbers of foreign language speaking 
pupils entering the schools of late^ particularly those v*io speak Spanish 
and southeast Asian languages • Ordinarily^ for these foreign language 
speakers^ instructiOTi in English as a second language must precede any 
instruction in Eliglish phonics. Children are literate in a language 
like Vietnamese face the additiaial prdDlem of adapting to a new writing 
systaiyas well as an unfamiliar pattern of speech sounds when leciming 
English phonics informatics. 

There renains much controversy over the type of instruction in Eliglish 
as a second language that these children should receive ♦ Prcjposals for this 
purpc^se range fron those for iirmersing the child in Englisli, for teaching 
such children in their native lanyauge along with English for two or three 
years r to those for maintaining instruction in both the child's native 
language and in English throughout the child's school career. 
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Innersing English speaking children in a foreign language program "works 
very welV it is found (Ovando & Collier, 1985, p, 43). Nonetheless^ there 
are many opponents to iimersing foreign language speaking children in 
English. There seems to be no logical reascai, however, v*\y this a^proacdi 
will not also work well if ccxiducted by teachers familiar with the native 
language of children who are iitmersed in English. The argument given, for 
example, that foreign language speaking children who are iim>ersed in Eiiglish 
will not receive suf^rt for the maintainance of their native language from 
their families seons a particularly unconvincing complaint against iirsnersion- 
in- English programs. 

^tever the kind of English as a second langauge program that is con- 
ducted, it is important to reemphasize that CTice foreign langauge speaking pupils 
are able to identify and produce English speech sounds (or their approximate 
equivalents) the phonics instruction in English given them should proceed 
along the same lines as that given native English speakers. In shott, there 
is no need for a special phonics program devised, particularly or exclusively 
for foreign language speaking children. The phonics teacher in this instance 
recognizes that foreign language speaking children may have difficulty in 
distinguishing and producing certain English speech sounds. As with black 
English speaking children, the teacher here accepts approximate or 
equivalent sounds of standard English uttered by foreign language 
speaking children^ and proceeds to teach them English phonics oi this basis. 
The unique aspect of these children's training in English phonics information 
thus is in the preparation they are given to develop the prerequisite 
linguistic readiness they need to successfully learn English phonics, and is 
not the arrangement of the scope, sequence, and content of the f^onics 
prcK^ram itself. 

! ►••I 
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Children with ^ychological and ^ysicai prcA)lgns present yet other 

challenges for the teacher of phonics. The major* undesirable misbehavior 

exhibited by children with psychological prc±)lGms is tJieir seeming inability 

to pay attention to their teachers. Shortening the time period of ftionics 

periods therefore reduces this problem to a df,gree. In addition, conducting 

phonics lessons at a brisk pace, dealing with cxily a small segment of phonics 

of 

information in a lesson, frequent regrouping^children on the basis of their 
achiever^ts, conducting phonics lessens as games, puzzles, or innoculous 
conpetiticeis, constant demonstrations to children of the progress they are 
making in learning phonics infomation, using the "total response" technique 
throu^ which each child answers every question asked by the teacher, pro- 
viding extra feedback to pupils' responses, and even providing concrete 
rewards are found to help to stimulate the inattentive pupil. 

Teachers have also discovered that speaking in uncomplicated sentences, 
requiring pipils to repeat teacher d:.rections or explanations or other 
pupils' responses, branching into material that children have already learned, 
allowing d-;ildren to explain matters to their peers or pose questions to 
them, and making sure all children are listening before a lesson begins can 
have positive effects on pupils' attenti veness . Of course, teachers should 
employ with psychologically handicapped children the standard practices of 
removing distracting influences, appearing enthusiastic and po^ive about 
what is being taught, moving children from their seats to the chalkboard so 
as add variety and to work off muscular discomfiture, and attaching humor to 
the different concepts being taught. Hearts help the inattentive child 
to listen and attend more intently. 

Children who have LTipaired vision or hearing obviously face unusual 
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difficulties in learning phonics information. The potential interference on 
this learning frxDm the presence of such handicaps should not be unduly 
exaggerated, however. It is found that physically impaired children often 
can make renarkable adjustmentu to their ^lysical shortcomings and accomodate 
surprising well to the task of processing written langauge. Accordingly, 
the principle of maintaining these children in the least restrictive 
educational environment possible, "mainstreaming" them, has come to be widely 
accepted. It is wrong to always assume, then, that these children's lack of 
success in learning phonics information is caused by their physical handi- 
caps. This may be an unwarranted yet self-fulfilling prophesy. Simple, 
expedient actions by the teacher to write more legibly and larger, or to 
amplify the speech sounds taught in phonics may prove this conjecture to be 
wrong, 

11, Phonics instruction does not cause "hyperlexia" or "word-calling." 
It has been discovered that some children read individual words better than 
they can comprehend written sentences or longer discourses. Ihe presence of 
such children doubtless accounts to some extent for the claim that children 
taught phonics are likely to beccrae "word-callers," that is, able to decode 
written words accurately and quickly but unable to understand the meaning 
of the material they so ably read aloud. 

Hiis phenomenon has also been called "hyper lexia." Studies of the matter 

reveal that with some children striking differences are observable in their 

reading test scores, differences that favor word recognition ability over 

reading conprehension. It has been hypotheti. er^. that the acquisition by 

these children of superior word recognition sKills has interfered with their 

capacity to comprehend reading materials, or on the other hand, that they 

rather 

do not have the intelligence to learn ^ionics, but^have sane innate talent 
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that allows them to recognize words by as "vAioles" by "sight." 

Both of tliese explanations of hyperlexia lack supporting evidence, how- 
ever (Groff, 1989). Ihere is no data to suggest tliat hyperlexic children 
do not have the intelligence needed to learn phcnics inf ormaticai . There is 
no reascai to believe, therefore, that they recognize wards as wholes without 
any use of phonics cues. Althouc^ there has been no systanatic study of 
how hyper lexics learn to recognize words, there seems nothing in the present 
evidence an their conditioi that implies that preventing them from learning 
phonics will reduce the severity of their handicap. The belief that as these 
children acquire decoding abilities this particular skill development has a 
negative effect an their growth of reading comphrehension con^tencies thus 
is not convincing. 

A more reasonable explanaticxi can be given for the appearcince of this 
disability. Hyperlexic children exhibit many of the synptcms of neurological 
impairrnent^ such as retarded motor development and an extrene delay in oral 
language development. The specific neurxDlogical condition involved in hyper- 
lexia thus likely accounts for the cognitive and linguistic dysfunction 
that impairs hyperlexic children's ability to comprehend written material. 
There may be no such dysfunction that interferes with their capacity to 
decode words. If so, it is the cognitive-linguistic function that ocntrols 
reading ccmprehension, but not decoding, that goes askew in these children. 

Whether hyperlexia stems from innate physiological impairment, from 
environmental factors, or a combination of both, the evidence an the malady 
does not support the allegation that phonics instruction interferes with 
children's development of reading comprehension skills, or that ^ionics 
teaching creates excellent decoders v^o nonetheless cannot ; understand v^t 

they attenpt to read. Gaps between word recognition and reading conpre- 

usually 

^ hension scores found in children ^ wi-jljl^ narrow significantly after tliey 
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are given . conpensatory reading cxxnprehension instruction. The reasonable 
assumpticn, therefore, for otherwise normal children, whose word recx^gnition 
scores exceed their reading comprehension scores^ is to siinply provide them 
scene additional instruction in reading comprehension. It will be found that the 
true hyperlexic child will not respond readily to such teaching in a 
positive fashic^. The amelioratiai of this child's inability to comprehend 
written material demands the attention of reading specialists. 

12 . Phonics instruction successes contradict the "learning styles," 
theory . Seme reading experts support the theory that children learn to read 
irore effectively if their preferred "learning style or modality"-- either 
visual, auditory, or kinesthetic— is matched with a teaching method that is 
oriented to cne of these supposed modalities (Carbo, Dunn & Dunn, 1986) . It 
follows, these reading authorities contend, that the diild who somehow has 
developed a visual** learning style should not be taught phonics. The purported 
acquisiticxi of a visual learning style is taken to mean the child cannot use 
auditory cues or visual -auditory cues when learning to read. 

Ihis belief in learning modalities then is used as proof that {tionics 
teaching is not an essential part of reading instruction for children. 
E-v-en for children, it must be anphasized, who have learned to speak quite 
normally (but srpposedly cannot hear the separate speach sounds of iJiglish). 
F^ith in the learning style theory leads opponents of phonics teaching to 
the general conclusion that "what is important [in learning to read] is not 
phonics (Carbo, 1988, p. 237). 

Several reviews are available of the research made on the hypothesis that 
if children's presumedly preferred learning modalities are closely linked to 
teaching methods that reflect the various natures of the sensory modalities 
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diildren will then learn to read more eff^tively (Groff, 1987). Ihis 
hypothesis is uniformly rejected by tiie conclusions of these surveys of the 
relevant findings. The theory postulates that l^mii^ styles are relatively 
stable, that is, are enduring characteristics of the individual. In this 
regard it is reasonable to inquire how one accounts for children who are in 
the process of developing a learning style, or vs*io use a different learning 
style to take a reading test than one they use in normal reading, 
■Uhen disinterest^ critics of the theory have made analyses of tests of 
learning styles they have found these tests to have low test-retest 
reliability. In^^sura, the research on learning styles, other than that done 
by those who appear ideologically conmitted to it, does not suggest that 
children with normal speaking-listening abilities have so-called learning 
styles that preclude their acquisition of phonics knowledge. 

lb the contrary, there is much experimental evidence that questions the 
validity of the major assumption of the reading styles theory, that is, that 
significant numbers of otherwise normal children have a genetic, innate dis- 
position of probably a neurological nature that prevents than fran learning 

instead, 

E*K)nics informatics. Ihis evidence suggest^^that phonological ability, the 
conscious awareness of speech sounds, can be tau^t successfully to young 
children who exhibit a lack of this ability in a relatively short period of 
tiine. Ttie lack of such F*K5nological ability in children thus does not 
generally indicate that they suffer frcm some specific neurological disability 
(Coles, 1987). Ihis lack indicates merel/ that these children as Yet 
have not been taught this ability, but can be, and should be. 
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Sunmnary 

iconics instruction is a useful practice for the developrtent of children's 

word recognition skills. Both traditional experimental evidence and the 

dDservaticais of teachers attest to this fact. The "great debate" among 

reading experts over how children shouJ.d be taught to read (Chall, 1983) 

oyer 

nonetheless continues^ whether {ionics information serves this function. 

Ihose v^o claim it does not can c«ily come to this conclusion by rejecting 
the traditional empirical research findings vord recognition. Ihis they 
willingly do, substituting the findings of quasi -experiinental or naturalistic 
research for those of ccffiventicnal research. In this process they depend on 
subjective, personal observations, interview data, diaries and note taking, 
case studies and anecctotes, extreinely small samples, and "a lot of intuition" 
(Guthrie & Hall, 1984, p. 91). Ihe defenders of such research show little or 
no concem whether it violates the hallmarks of traditional research: 
objectivity and reliability. It is true, then, that v^ether one is a defender 
or an opponent of phonics instruction depends on what model of research cxie 
views as valid. 

Those who endorse the traditional research model,, and its dependence on 
objective, standardized test data, can find ample grounds for employing 
phonics instructicxi. As the above discuss ioi indicates, they now also have 
available to them much inforrnaticai on v^t kind of phonics instruction 
produces the greatest degree of wDrd recognition ability possible. As well, 
effective refutations for the ccmmon undocumented charges against the use 
Of phonics instruction are readily found. . There thus is no reason, frcm 
this writer's vantage point, for not teaching phonics information to 
children in a direct, systematic, and intensive fashion, and as soon as they 
can learn it. 



22 



References 

Anderson, R. C, et al, (1985). Becoming a natican of readers . Washington, DC: 

U.S. Department of Education, 
Carbo, M. (1988). Debunking the great {ionics myth. Phi Delta Kappan, 70, 

226-240. 

Carbo, M.; IXinn, R, ; & Dunn, K. (1986). Teaching students to read through 

their individual learning styles . Englewood Cliffs, RJ: Prentice-Hall. 
4- — Chall, J. S. (1983). Learning to read: The great debate . New York, NY: 
McGraw-Hill, 

Ooles, G. (1987), The learning mystique: A critical look at "learning 

disabilities." New York, NY: Pantheon, 
Goodman, K. (1986), What's v^ole in v^ole languge? Portsmouth, NH: 

Heinemann. 

Goodman, K. S., et al. (1988). Report card on basal readers. Katonah, NY: 
Richard C. Owen. 

Groff, P. (1983). A test of the utility of phonics rules. . Reading 

Psychology , 4, 217-225. 
Groff, P. ( 1989). Phonics-capable children who can't comprehend. 

Reading Instruction Journal , in press. 
Groff, P. and Seymour, D.Z. (1987). Word recognition: Ihe v^y and the how . 

Springfield, IL: Oiarles C. Thomas. 

Guthrie, L. F. & Hall, W. S. (1984). Ethnographic approaches to reading 

(Bd.), 

research. In P. D. Pearson^ Handbook of reading reseai-ch. New York, NY: 
Longman. 

Johnson, D. D. & Baumann, J. F. (1984). Word identification. In P. D. 

Pearson (Ed.), Handbook of reading research. New York, NY: longman. 
Newman, J. M. (1985). What about reading? In J. W. Newman (Ed.), Whole 

language: Theory in use . Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

r4 



23 



Otto, W.; Wolf, A.; & Eldridge, R. G. (1984). Managing iastruction. In 

P, D. Pearson (Ed.), Handbook of reading research. New York, NY: Longman, 
Ovando, C. J. & Cbllier, V. P. (1985). Bilingual and ESL classitxms . 

New York, NY: McGraw-Hill. 
Weaver, C. (1989). Ihe basalization of America: A cause for oonccm. In 

C. B. anith (Ed.), , Two reacticais to the report card on basal readers . 

Blocxnington, IN: E21IC Clearinghouse on Reading and Conmunication Skills. 
Yopp, H. K. (1988) . Itie validity and reliability of phonemic awareness tests. 

Reading Research Quarterly, 23, 159-177. 



